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Proinflammatory Cytokines: A Common Denominator in Depression and Somatic Symptoms?
Dear Editor: Over the last decade, psychoneuroimmunological studies have reported the presence of immune disturbances in several psychiatric disorders and confirmed the effects of proinflammatory cytokines on neurobehavioural processes (1) . Reported successes with antidepressant use in treating the somatic symptoms of functional somatic syndromes may point to a shared causal, but hitherto unknown, factor between these disorders and depression (2) . We argue that abnormal proinflammatory cytokine production may be a shared causal factor. Our hypothesis rests on 3 facts. First, cytokines can influence cerebral function and cytokine receptors have been shown on many cerebral structures (3) . Microglial cells and astrocytes can produce cytokines (4). Among the cytokines with effects that could have a bearing on psychopathology are the proinflammatory cytokines IL-1, IL-2, IL-6, and TNF (1). Second, abnormal proinflammatory cytokine activity has been implicated in major depression and reported in some functional somatic syndromes (5, 6) . Third, antidepressants that are used successfully in treating depression, and for which partial success has been reported with regard to the somatic symptoms of functional somatic syndromes, have antiinflammatory properties. Antidepressants have, in fact, been shown to have immunomodulatory effects (7) , and all antidepressant drugs, irrespective of their pharmacologic class, are able to attenuate the behavioural and neuroendocrine effects of immune activation (8) . We therefore conclude that proinflammatory cytokine production may be a shared causal factor in depression and functional somatic syndromes and that the antiinflammatory properties of antidepressants may account for their reported success in the treatment of these disorders.
